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Taybeh, Israel

O 

ren Rimon, 19, is an Is-
raeli Jew who incurred 
the wrath of her govern-
ment, family and friends 
when she refused to sign 

up for mandatory military service.
Having grown up close to her 

mother’s leftist-leaning ideology, 
Rimon refused to serve in the West 
Bank, where more than 2.5 million 
Palestinians have endured humili-
ation, despair, imprisonment and 
violations of human rights under 
Israel’s military occupation since 
1967.

“I grew up in an anti-militaristic 
home,” she said. “My mother took 
me to (pro-peace) demonstrations 
so, from a young age, I was exposed 
to the real face of occupation. When 
I was 15, I decided that I did not 
want to serve in the army.”

“It would have been a crime for 
me to serve in an army that is tak-
ing basic human rights from and 
controlling the Palestinians,” she 
insisted.

Rimon is among dozens of Israelis 
in the West Bank who have refused 
conscription or abandoned their 
military posts. Some complain that 
they do not want to serve as part 
of an occupying force ruling other 
people while others say they do not 
want to risk their lives for a cause 
they do not believe in.

Israeli government officials say 
the rejectionists and deserters are a 
small number and do not represent 
a serious threat to Israeli military ef-
fectiveness. The officials declined 
to provide figures of how many peo-
ple are involved.

Conscription in Israel is manda-
tory for Israeli Jews, Druze and Cir-
cassians.

When the time came for conscrip-

tion, Rimon said she “ignored” the 
calls to enlist but she pointed out 
that due to unspecified “physical 
disability”, she was excused and 
was signed up for national service.

“My mother was happy but my fa-
ther’s family was not,” Rimon said. 
“My friends, who I had many angry 
discussions with, felt that I was run-
ning away from my duties.

“It was difficult,”
Now, Rimon is a member of Me-

sarvot — Hebrew for “reject” — a 
network that deals with the military 
conscription refusal process.

“We have public events to talk 
to youth about the occupation and 
encourage them to learn about their 
option to refuse to serve,” she said.

Critical of the hard-line policies 
of right-wing Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu, Rimon ex-
plained that “it’s not the army; it’s 
the government’s policy that allows 
an 18-year-old boy with an M-16 au-
tomatic rifle to control a 70-year-old 
man, break into his house and put 
him in a terrible situation”.

“It is unbelievable that Israel at-
tacks Gaza every few years,” she 
said, referring to the eastern Medi-
terranean coastal strip, which came 
under three Israeli wars since 2007. 
That year, the militant Hamas forci-
bly seized power from the moderate 
Palestinian Authority responsible 
for the West Bank.

“Israelis do not seem to see what 
the government is doing,” Rimon 
said. “If someone says that a Pales-
tinian child should not be killed, he 
is considered a traitor.”

“People were silent during the 
Holocaust,” she said, referring to 
Nazi Germany, when millions of 
Jews were massacred.

“Now, we talk about it every 
year,” she said. “We as Israelis need 
to ask ourselves this question: ‘How 
can we be quiet while we are occu-
pying another people?’”

Since the 1967 Arab-Israeli War in 
which Israel seized the West Bank, 

including the traditionally Arab 
eastern sector of Jerusalem, and 
Gaza, the security situation is dete-
riorating in the absence of a negoti-
ated settlement. Palestinian-Israeli 
peace talks broke off years ago, with 
no sign they would resume anytime 
soon.

Israel has been usurping lands in 
the West Bank, creating a new sta-
tus quo in an area that must return 
to Palestinians under a negotiated 
settlement.

At least 62% of the Palestinian 
landscape is filled with an infra-
structure of Israeli-only roads, mili-
tary roads, hundreds of checkpoints 
and Israeli soldiers, all in place to 
protect more than 547,000 settlers 
who live in 125 illegal settlements 
and 100 outposts, excluding East 
Jerusalem and the southern West 
Bank city of Hebron.

Rimon recollects that in 2014, un-
der the slogan Shministim, Hebrew 
for “12th graders”, a group of 60 
students wrote to Netanyahu, de-
claring their refusal to serve in the 
military.

“In these territories, human rights 
are violated and acts defined under 
international law as war-crimes are 
perpetuated on a daily basis. These 
include assassinations (extrajudi-
cial killings), the construction of 
settlements on occupied lands, ad-
ministrative detentions, torture, 
collective punishment and the une-
qual allocation of resources such as 
electricity and water,” the students 
said.

Khaled Farrag, 35, is a Druze from 
Rama in the upper Galilee. In 1999, 
at the age of 18, he was called for 
military service.

“My family was very politically 

aware of and connected to its Arab 
and Palestinian identity,” he ex-
plained. “I grew up knowing that I 
was not going to serve in the army 
that not only has occupied my na-
tion but has also fragmented the 
Palestinian population by impos-
ing the army service on the Druze,” 
Khaled said.

The consequence of refusing was 
two months in military prison.

Khaled is part of a campaign 
called Urfod — Refuse, Your Peo-
ple will Protect You. The campaign 
encourages Druze to connect with 
their Palestinian identity. Addition-
ally, it offers legal and psychological 
support.

Noreen Sadik, based in Israel, is a 
Palestinian-American citizen who 
has written on issues affecting that 
community.

In Israel’s army, voices rise on the right to serve or desert
Noreen Sadik

An Israeli soldier stands guard in front of Palestinians waiting to cross a checkpoint at a road next to 
the Palestinian town of Al-Fawwar in the occupied West Bank.Urfod — Refuse 

campaign encourages 
Druze to connect with 
their Palestinian 
identity.

Conscription in Israel 
is mandatory for 
Israeli Jews, Druze and 
Circassians.
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N 

o one in Syria has been 
spared the ongoing 
war, but the country’s 
500,000 Palestinians 
have paid a particularly 

heavy price. Their camps have been 
targeted, destroyed and depopulat-
ed in more than five years of fight-
ing.

The majority of Palestinians have 
been displaced inside Syria or forced 
to flee to Lebanon and Jordan while 
Palestinian armed factions have tak-
en sides in the fighting, mainly join-
ing regime forces.

Although the Palestine Liberation 
Organisation (PLO) sought to keep 
a neutral stance at the beginning of 
the conflict, Palestinians in Syria are 
split over the war. Those support-
ing Hamas joined the opposition 
and those affiliated with the Popular 
Front for the Liberation of Palestine-
General Command (PFLP-GC) back 
the government of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad.

Regime allies say supporting it 
“is an ethical and national duty” 
and that what is happening in Syria 
is largely due to its Arab national 
stances and its support of the Pales-
tinian cause.

Palestinian camps sustained 
heavy bombardment and became 
battlegrounds, notably Yarmouk, 
near Damascus and home to 
150,000 refugees; the camp of De-
raa, which is under opposition con-
trol; Nayrab and Handarat camps in 
Aleppo, as well as the camps out-

side Damascus.
Yarmouk remains the hardest hit 

because of its location near the en-
trance of Damascus, which made it 
an attractive target for opposition 
groups, in addition to the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and the former al-Nusra 
Front, which has since cut its affilia-
tion with al-Qaeda.

“(The destruction) of Yarmouk 
was done by an Israeli decision be-
cause this camp sums up the mem-
ory of the Palestinian people and it 
is regarded as the capital of the Pal-
estinian diaspora,” said a pro-Assad 
Palestinian commander, on condi-
tion of anonymity.

“The problem is not the physical 
destruction of the camp as much as 
the displacement of the people. This 
is exactly what Israel wants, to dis-
solve the Palestinians in the Syrian 
society or force them to emigrate.”

Scores of fighters have been re-
cruited from Yarmouk and other 
Palestinian camps. Armed units 
were set up by the PFLP-GC, Fatah 
al-Intifada, the Palestinian Struggle 
Front and al-Saiqa in coordination 
with the Syrian Army to protect the 
camp and repel attacks by opposi-
tion groups.

Other Palestinian groups, notably 
Aknaf Beit al-Maqdis, sided with 

Syrian opposition fighters in Yar-
mouk and smaller units joined the 
ranks of the Free Syrian Army on 
other fronts.

“We have joined the Free Syr-
ian Army since the beginning of the 
armed revolution because the Syr-
ian people are our brethren and we 
face what they face,” said Abu Obei-
da Maqdissi, a Palestinian fighter 
with Ahrar al-Sham Brigade outside 
Aleppo.

“Dozens of Palestinian youngsters 
are engaged within the Army of Is-
lam in Gouta Sharqiyah (near Da-
mascus) and in units fighting on the 
southern fronts. Some have joined 
al-Nusra Front after deserting the 
Palestinian factions that have stood 
with the regime against the people,” 
Maqdis said.

Palestinian Struggle Front Sec-
retary-General Khaled Abdel Majid 
said his group sustained more 
than 3,700 dead and thousands of 
wounded in battles in Yarmouk.

“Militarily, we are allies of the 
Syrian army but the latter did not 
intervene in the camp leaving mat-
ter in the hands of the Palestinian 
factions,” he said. “Had the army 
entered Yarmouk right from the be-
ginning, it would have regained full 
control of the camp as it did of its 
environs.”

Of all Palestinian factions back-
ing the Syrian regime, the Palestin-
ian Liberation Army (PLA), which is 
attached to the Syrian chief of staff, 
remains the most organised.

“PLA headquarters in rural Da-
mascus have been targeted more 
than once because it is closely allied 
to the Syrian regime. Its positions 
were also attacked by the Islamic 

State in the (southern) province of 
Sweida, inflicting heavy casualties 
among its ranks,” Abdel Majid said.

The Palestinian official revealed 
that efforts to settle the situation 
in Yarmouk were under way and 
that al-Nusra Front was preparing 
to leave the camp for Idlib in agree-
ment with the Syrian government.

“We hope that a similar deal will 
be reached to transport ISIS mem-
bers to Raqqa, and as such the camp 
will be returned to its people with-
out further destruction and fight-
ing,” he said.

PFLP-GC official Anwar Raja ar-
gued that Palestinian camps have 
paid a dear price for standing with 
the Syrian regime.

“We are part of the war waged 
against Syria that had harboured 
the Palestinian resistance forces 
and offered Palestinians a dignified 
life and all their rights. That is why 
we have refused to stand against 
the Syrian state right from the be-
ginning, whereas Hamas stood by 
the opposition through Aknaf Beit 
al-Maqdis brigade, which indulged 
in destroying Yarmouk camp,” Raja 
said.

He said the PFLP-GC suffered 400 
dead and more than 800 wounded 
in Yarmouk, while in Handarat and 
Nayrab camps in Aleppo, the casual-
ty toll among the regime-backed al-
Quds Brigade is estimated at 1,500 
dead and wounded.

Palestinians pay heavy price in Syrian war
Khalil Hamlo

A June 2014 file picture shows a former resident of Damascus’ 
Yarmuk Palestinian refugee camp, playing the piano in the middle 
of the street near destroyed buildings in the southern Damascus 
suburb.

The majority of 
Palestinians have been 
displaced inside Syria 
or forced to flee to 
Lebanon and Jordan.


